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TRANSCRIPTION

[00:01]
TW:

Today is Wednesday, April 6th, 2022. My name is Todd Welch from the Merrill-Cazier Library
Special Collections and Archives. This morning we are interviewing Dr. Joseph Ward, Dean of
the College of Humanities and Social Sciences at Utah State University. This is another oral
history interview for the Covid Collection Project. Joining us on this interview is Tameron
Williams, the Covid Collection Project graduate intern.
Good morning, Dr. Ward.

JW:

Good morning, Todd. Good morning, Tameron.

TW:

So, when did you start your career at Utah State University?

JW:

July 2016.

TW:

And did you start as the dean of the College of Humanities and Social Sciences?

JW:

Yes.
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TW:

And so, if you were to think back to the academic year of 2019-2020, and even the early part of
spring of 2020, what were the major initiatives and priorities that the college CHASS [College of
Humanities and Social Sciences] had on its plate?

JW:

Our college is very engaged in undergraduate education. We have significant graduate programs
as well, but humanities and social sciences provide many of the general education courses for
students across the university. So those, large numbers of sections of composition, for example, in
the English department, but also the breadth -- humanities breadth, social sciences classes, and
history, and political science, and communication studies, public speaking, and so forth. So, day
in day out, that’s always -- a major focus is, are we serving the students well. Our faculty have,
overall, mixed roll in the sense that typically we see our full-time tenure-track faculty with 50
percent research, 40 percent teaching, or vice versa.

[00:02:06]
So, we’re also doing a lot of research, and research in humanities and social sciences often
involves travel to archives or museums. Or, in the case of archeology, you’re out in the field
doing excavations. Anthropology, you’re going all over the world. Our college includes what’s
now the Department of World Languages and Cultures; it was then part of the Department of
Language Philosophy and Communication Studies. But through that, I mean, we have significant
numbers of faculty who do research and travel abroad. They take students abroad, doing study
abroad trips during the academic year, during the summer, and so forth. So that’s kind of normal,
right? We’re all over the place, in short. We’re all over campus; we’re all over the world.
Thinking about in ’19-20, we were focusing on supporting the spring of ’20 legislative session,
where the Mehdi Heravi Global Teaching and Learning Center was one of the major issues USU
was discussing with elected officials, so I was spending more time than I normally would in Salt
Lake talking with elected officials. Neil Abercrombie, our VP for Government Relations, was
leading that effort. So that was -- when I think about January, February of 2020, it was really
working with President Cockett, Vice President Cowley, Vice President Abercrombie -- are we
doing what we can to support that building? We were very successful in those conversations.
Another thing that I would say was emerging was more active engagement with alumni at that
point.
[00:03:58]
So, in the College of Humanities and Social Sciences, many of our academic programs don’t
sound like careers. Obviously, they’re fantastic preparation for all sorts of careers because our
alumni are doing all sorts of things, but our majors don’t sound like automatically, “Okay, if I
major in this, I’m going to get a job.” And so, when Andrea DeHaan, working in our advising
office with a focus on engaging alumni, bringing them to campus, meeting students over lunch,
having networking events -- that fall of ’19, we’d begun to actually take groups of students out.
We’d done a terrific trip down to Utah County, for example, in fall of ’19. And so, we were really
looking forward to the spring, you know; more trips like that, more events.
TW:

So, spring semester 2020. The news of the initial Covid outbreak in the United States hit the news
waves. How were USU generally affected, the dean’s office of CHASS [College of Humanities
and Social Sciences], and your faculty and students?
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JW:

Yeah. Looking back now, for something that was going on two and a half years ago, things begin
to blend and blur together. But my recollection -- it was really that winter, kind of the break
between semesters, where it starts -- like, there’s something going on in China that’s happening.
For me, personally, my spouse, Professor Susan Grayzel, was about to take a Fulbright to the
University of Leeds in the spring, so we were gearing up for that.

[00:05:59]
We were in New York for the meeting of the American Historical Association in early January of
2020. And, people were talking about it, right? I think, what was going on in China was in the
news, right? China was in lockdown, and I don’t know if by January we were starting to see what
was going on in Italy, but that began to be in the news. And so, at USU, I cannot -- again, I’ve
been so impressed by so many colleagues about how they responded. Janis Boettinger, Associate
Provost for Global Engagement -- Janis and her team were really, I thought, very forthcoming.
They were on top of it. They were giving updates. They were aware of what was going on
because we had students and faculty who were overseas.
So, I would say as January began to roll along, Sue left for England mid-January. I went with her
and then spent a few days in New York. I believe -- and I’d have to look at my calendar -- I
believe we had an event in New York City featuring Patrick Mason that had a nice group
together. That was a lot of fun, but I think that was sort of mid-January of ’20, and so we were
starting to kind of begin to think, “What’s going to happen?” Those are some of the things that I
sort of remember.
TW:

And so, what were the initial decisions or actions or steps that were taken by USU administration
to respond the possible outbreak of Covid in Utah or Utah State in Cache Valley?

[00:08:07]
JW:

my sense of things is, Janis was, “Just want to give you updates. these things are happening.”
We’ve got some students in -- I can’t remember if it was Singapore or Taiwan -- but we had some
students, and we had to think about getting them back. But it wasn’t really until early March,
right? It was right at the time of the Mountain West conference basketball tournament. That’s the
thing that everyone is always going to remember, right? That, Sam Merrill made the great shot,
and then we had to shut everything down. Of course, USU was going to win the NCAA [National
Collegiate Athletic Association] men’s basketball tournament that year. That was sort of a missed
opportunity for us, I guess. I do think we should put a banner up, though, because we were tied
for the National Championship, I mean...

TW:

We got an automatic berth. I don’t think any other team in the country had an automatic berth.

JW:

Yeah, that’s right. So, I mean, you know -- but all kidding aside, it was really right then that, as
the tournament was winding down that we were having these meetings. It may have been -- I’d
have to check my calendar. I didn’t before meet you. I think it was either that Sunday or early that
next week -- I think it was probably that next week that we started meeting every day and through
the weekend, and we did that for a couple of weeks.

TW:

So, March 13, 2020, President Cockett had formed the Covid Task Force and started bringing all
the collective powers that be on campus to gather and talk about the response.
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[00:09:59]
JW:

Can you -- and I know you’re interviewing me -- but can you remind me what day of the week
that was? Can you just grab your phone or maybe just kind of see what day of the week it was?
Because it would help, because the tournament probably ended on a Saturday or Sunday, right?

TW:

It finished on a Saturday.

JW:

And I remember there was an email that --

TW:

Friday.

JW:

So, it was Friday the 13th?

TW:

Yeah.

JW:

Well, that’s -- so was that the Friday before the tournament? Or the Friday of the tournament?

TW:

I think it was the Friday of the tournament but it might have been the Friday after the tournament.
I think it was the Friday of the tournament.

JW:

Right. Okay. So, was that our first meeting, or did she tell us that we were going to be meeting?

TW:

She formed it on the 13th. I’m not sure when the first official meeting was.

JW:

See, I think we may have had some -- I’m an historian, so I should know better than this, but I
mean, I really should have looked before I came in about this. But you could probably reconstruct
it. I think there were a couple of, sort of, informal meetings first. That’s kind of my recollection.
And I think my assistant got a call, and it’s like, “Hey, can Joe come downstairs for a minute?”
And it was, like, three hours. I mean, I really think President Cockett was just, sort of -- I don’t
think I was the dean involved for any particular reason other than I was the closest. It’s like, “Can
Joe come down for a minute?” But I think there were some kind of informal, like, “We need to
start really thinking about this. We don’t know what’s going to happen, but something’s going to
happen.”

[00:11:59]
And I think, by that time, there were probably some other schools around the country that were
starting to go remote, so we kind of sensed -- was the basketball tournament the weekend at the
end of our spring break?
TW:

I believe it was. I’ll have to look.

JW:

See, I think we were starting to have some of these plans before the tournament, because we shut
-- when did we go into, “Everybody take a week off”?

TW:

So, we extended eight days of closure and it included some of the dates of spring break, so we
didn’t open -- I know I talked --

JW:

Right.

TW:

…to people from Robert Wagner’s office about how they had to --

JW:

Yeah. Yep.
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TW:

…the city had to move all the classes remote.

JW:

So, I guess my main point is, I will go with whatever the written record says we did, but my
recollection is that there were some informal conversations, involving six or eight academics and
a similar number of professional staff. We were just downstairs in the Champ Hall conference
room. Dave Cowley would kind of come and go and, other people, right? Other people would sort
of come go. But a lot of these were conversations around, “Let’s start thinking about how this
would work in USU with our extensive statewide system.” And also, the Navajo nation -- I think
that was another aspect. I think Larry Smith and Rich Etchberger, and, really, everybody involved
in statewide, Kristian Olsen -- really thinking, because I think the Navajo nation was affected
very significantly. And they may have gone into a quarantine.

[00:13:59]
So that’s another -- in addition to Janis, with her focus on global and we have students and faculty
in Asia and, we have faculty planning to go there -- I think USU statewide, because of our
engagement with the Navajo nation, I think that was another piece. So, USU just kind of, just to
coordinate everything and to develop some consistencies, I think there was like, I don’t know -I’m going to get the labels wrong -- but I think there was kind of like a working group. And then
President Cockett did formalize it, and then it kind of expanded a bit and so forth. But I think
there was about a week where there was a group of us that just kind of met every afternoon into
the evening and then through the weekend. I remember there was a kind of taking turns with
snacks. I think for one of our Sunday meetings President Cockett gave me a call and asked if I
could pick up some, stop at Smith’s or wherever and get some snacks, which I did. So, it was a
very sort of informal, just a bunch of people.
TW:

So, what was the communication that she asked the deans to pass down to the department heads
and the faculty? Was that something that was handled centrally through the office of the
president?

JW:

Yeah, so, again, I’ll go by whatever the written record says. I’m sure we can go find those emails.
But my sense is that Provost Galey, who, of course, was absolutely central to all of these
conversations -- I think Associate Provost Barr was involved in a lot of these discussions.

[00:15:59]
On the academic side, when it came to communicating with the faculty, I think we were really
trying to coordinate through the provosts so that there would be a consistent -- I was involved in
just sort of helping to, draft and, review some of those emails, just to get some eyes on it. I cannot
emphasize enough; I don’t know if I did anything more helpful than bring snacks to one of the
meetings. But there was a sense that there was, just, kind of a general conversation, and, “Folks,
okay, look -- we have to work on this,. Who wants to help?” And there’d be like, maybe, like,
small side conversations, but it was very informal at the beginning.
TW:

How about the faculty and staff? I think, at the same time, we were asking all of the faculty and
staff to work remotely from home. I don’t know how your college or department heads managed
that transition, if there were questions of policy or questions about wi-fi, furniture, equipment that
needed to be decided at your level, or how that was handled.
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JW:

Yeah. No, there definitely were, understandably, tons of questions. I have nothing but praise for
the faculty staff, the way that people just kind of dropped what they were doing and did what they
could. I think the academic department heads were phenomenal in this period. They’re the ones
who provide the most direct support for the faculty and staff on the academic side. So, what I was
trying to do, and the associate deans tried to do, is really largely support the department heads at
that level. So, our college did not have large numbers of faculty saying they needed updated
equipment.

[00:18:08]
I think we did a little bit of that, if I recall, and sort of Dave Cowley would sort of, like, we would
get proposals or requests and send them down. This is long before we knew that there was going
to be any kind of, FEMA money. But there was a sense that, at some point there would have to be
some help for this. I think, USU -- my sense just kind of reading the higher ed media -- Chronicle
of Higher Ed, Inside Higher Ed -- USU was relatively well-positioned for this because we had so
much experience with distance learning. because, our faculty have laptops by and large, right?
And they have wi-fi at home, by and large.
There were just a few, you know -- I think in English, for example, we have a large number of
graduate students who do some teaching in those introductory composition classes, and so there
were some questions about that,. The grad students might not have good wi-fi. Or, they’re sharing
an apartment with two other grad students and if everybody’s home at the same time, the wi-fi is
going to get overawed. So, I think we had a few requests like that that came up, but everything
ran pretty smoothly, really moved pretty quickly.
TW:

Speaking of graduate students, were any of their graduate projects or studies --

JW:

Yeah. Yep.

TW:

…delayed, affected?

JW:

Yeah.

TW:

How did you, as the dean of the college, manage that?

JW:

Yeah. Well, we had conversations. I mean, you’re absolutely right.

[00:19:58]
We had grad students who -- the folks who were on track to finish that spring were probably far
enough along that they were able to get that done. It was that next group, at the doctorate level,
like, they were just embarking on their research. And the same thing with faculty members, right?
The senior faculty probably, on the whole, could take their research down just a notch and focus
on their teaching. But it was the relatively junior faculty who were still building their research
momentum who were affected. So, working with the graduate school but with the provosts for
faculty -- generally, just, there was an awareness that, “Hey, we’re going to have to think about
allowing extra time.”
So, in the case of grad students, typically, their funding is based on the number of years expected
for someone to complete a degree, so there might be the need to extend some additional support
to, some of the grad students. And then, I don’t know exactly -- I’m pretty sure it was that spring.
USU COVID-19 2022: DR. JOSEPH WARD
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I don’t know exactly when we had the conversation about extending the probationary period for
junior track faculty, but that came up fairly quickly because there’s just obvious, like, we’re
asking these faculty, in the middle of a semester, to change how they’re teaching, on the go.
That’s going to be super disruptive, and if you’re in your first, second, third, fourth year of a
tenure-track job where you had kind of developed plans for getting your work done, we had to do
that. So, those are some of the conversations we had along the way.
TW:

So, you did extend the clock in some cases.

[00:22:02]
JW:

Well, it was offered to everyone. The faculty would have to make a request and have it approved
by the department head, the dean, and so forth. I said to the department heads that I will not
question anyone who asks because there are so many different ways that Covid can affect
somebody’s work progress. So, I think that working with faculty senate, and I’ll also say, I’m
trying to remember. I think -- was Patrick Belmont the chair faculty senate?

TW:

Yes, he was. We’ll be interviewing him later, yes.

JW:

Yeah. Patrick was in all these meetings. Patrick was outstanding. Patrick was there all the time
and super-constructive. So, Sammy was the, I believe, the USUSA [Utah State University Student
Association] -- Sami Ahmed. And he was super constructive. I think it cannot be said that -- no
one’s perfect. There are plenty of things to criticize about the way we handled things. But I think,
overall, USU did a fairly good job. And I think the fact that we had strong leadership -- that the
faculty senate, student government -- I’m trying to remember, was Dennis Kohler -- I’m trying to
remember who the head of the staff employee association was.

TW:

[I’m pretty sure it was him in the second year.?]

JW:

It may have been the next year.

TW:

Yeah.

JW:

I’m trying to remember -- I apologize to whoever it was that I can’t remember. But everybody
really pulled together, and I thought that was very constructive.

TW:

So, we get through spring semester of 2020, and there’s summer preparations for the return of
students to the USU campuses in the fall of 2020.

[00:24:01]
What was the kind of messaging that you, as the dean of the college, or your department heads
had to their faculty and to the students that were returning?
JW:

Okay, so I’m going to break it into a couple different pieces because it gets complicated at the
faculty, staff, and administration piece because we had budget cuts. So, if you remember, what
happened is the legislature ends its session in March. They passed a budget, which included our
new building, and then really, as the session was ending, it was clear that everything was falling
apart in terms of Covid. And so, they called the special session for June, and they basically took
back much of what they had -- so our building project was put on hold. But then there was a, I
think, two and a half percent budget cut. Real dollars. And so, it was a cut in the FY21 budget,
and a permanent cut.
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So, we’re sort of coming back and adjusting. And again, the idea was the faculty had been
working in the summer, so now they moved their courses remotely on the fly in the spring, but
now they had the summer to really kind of prepare. But we had budget cuts we had to deal with.
And, two and a half percent doesn’t sound like a huge amount, and it’s not, but in the midst of
everything else, it was sort of like, “Well, we’re cutting this much, but we also need more money
over here.” And I think by this point there was some federal, some FEMA money coming for
things like -- and again, Dave Cowley and Ben Berrett could tell you all day about upgrading
filters and all this kind of stuff -- but basically, fall, and I’m trying to remember, fall, it was like,
okay, we’re working remotely.
[00:26:12]
And campus was pretty deserted. And so that was the sense of being isolated. Budget cuts -- or
what I was going to say a second ago -- two and half doesn’t seem like a lot, but in a college like
ours almost all the money is in faculty and staff. And it's not just salaries; it’s benefits, right? So,
it’s hard for us to look to where to cut. We did, and again, the department heads were phenomenal
in working with us on that. So, the fall was tough and we weren’t really able to have -- I’m trying
to remember -- was fall of ’20 when we did the connections, but in pods, right? So, we had some
students -- so we had students on campus but taking classes almost entirely remotely. And so,
there was a sense of which, well, we still need to build a sense of community. And so, for
connections, they had, for the event with the candles, and groups of -- people were in their
connection sections, but they were all up and down Old Main Hill. So, like, the whole social
distancing thing. And then, figuring out -- Robert Wagner and his team, absolutely world class -figuring out, okay, we can have some classes, but you have to maintain social distancing, and it
was just, oh my goodness, all of those conversations.
[00:28:00]
And in the end, by the end of the semester, pretty much everyone was just doing everything on
Zoom. So, there was, like, this effort, right? We can have some classes; we can have some labs;
we can do some of this work. But we were just in such new territory. And, just, the faculty were,
everyone was just working from home as much as they could. We pretty much moved all of our
meetings online. I remember that, at some point, we did have the Covid task force. At some point,
it became the stabilization committee.
TW:

So, there was a stabilization committee and an action committee?

JW:

Yeah, so the action committee had those folks that met every day. That was, like, Allison, Paul,
and Lisa -- it was, like, six or eight people. The stabilization group sort of became a little bit
larger, and we really started meeting over Zoom. There was sort of these weekly two and a halfhour meetings and we, at some point that summer, we met in Huntsman Hall in one of those kind
of U-shaped lecture rooms. And it was like we were trying -- we were practicing. We were seeing
if this could work, right? So, like, some of us would be in there with our masks and socially
distanced, and, it was like we were practicing what this would look like. And I remember
President Cockett said something early on because the first time we did that, there were like 15 of
us in the room.

[00:30:01]
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And Robert, or someone, predicted, because Zoom was an option, “Let’s watch and see what
happens,” and each week, so I think finally it got the point where President Cockett and Paul Barr
were the only two in the room. Everybody else, they just said, “You know what? I’m just going to
be on Zoom because I want to see people’s faces.” But it was that sort of in-between time where
we’re just all trying to figure out how can this work, you know? And because there were no
vaccines, the only thing we could do was the wear masks, social distance, wash your hands, don’t
come in if you’re sick, just over and over and over, because that’s all we could do.
And so, yeah. I remember connections being, like, we have new students coming. They’re
expecting to have a campus community. We’re going to do our best. And then you have to have
the, oh my goodness, the quarantine areas. I mean, John Bostock and James Morales and, all the
folks in student life, trying to figure out what to do. So, yeah. You look back on it -- I’m glad
you’re doing your oral because you look back on all the little things along the way that were
pretty amazing.
And then the whole testing -- just absolutely spectacular. The fact that, I mean, I am so
appreciative that we have the resources we do at a university like this, right? So, the fact that our
veterinary diagnostic lab could kind of be converted, right? That was huge. the fact that we have,
one of the world’s leaders for wastewater testing for viruses, right? That was incredible. I learned
so much from Keith.
[00:32:00]
TW:

So, we interviewed both Dr. Keith Roper and Valerie Crowley, and just amazing that not only
what we were able to do but how quick we did it. Like, we were the fourth university in the world
that started testing wastewater.

JW:

Yeah. Keith. So, here’s the anecdote. And I think I can share this. One of the university’s, major
supporters is Mehdi Heavy. He’s supported scholarships and programs but primarily in education
and culture and just…

TW:

And the library.

JW:

And now the library, right? Yep, yep. So that fall, Mehdi turned 80. And during the summer, I
think we called Mehdi just to check in and it was -- yeah, Ken White and I, and our development
officers. And Ken and I left that meeting saying that we had to find a way to get out. And so, I
think that, I think October -- I’m trying to think of when his birthday is, but it was that fall. We
decided that we were going to make -- and it sounds silly, and whoever will ever look at the
transcript of this will say this is -- what an odd thing to do. But Ken and I kind of did a lightening
trip to Washington to have dinner with Mehdi on his 80th birthday because we were sensing he’s
pretty isolated and not, just kind of not doing great. Well, we agreed that we could not do
anything to put Medi at risk and so a couple days before our trip, Ken and I went over to the lab
and Valerie took us out back and we self-administered Covid tests.

[00:34:19]
We stood out by the dumpster behind the diagnostic lab, and they came back negative and so we
went. And, like, we flew to Washington, checked into our hotel, had dinner with Mehdi, went
back, came home the next -- just, and we were staying in Crystal City, which is just deserted. Ken
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and I thought we may have been the only people -- you know these 15-story Marriott’s? We were
the only people in the hotel.
TW:

How many people were on the plane?

JW:

Yeah. The plane was -- well, Congressman Bishop and Congressman Stewart were on our flight.
But the thing is, the flight -- at that point they were reducing capacity in each flight, and they’d
reduced the number of flights. So, the flights they had, had people in them. But the whole
enterprise was shrunk down. But that’s just a quick example of the fact that we had the vet
diagnostic lab at USU. Gave us a huge advantage to help our students, faculty, and staff to be
safe. And I just can’t say enough about the professionalism of everybody involved.

TW:

So, the decision --

JW:

Maybe with the exception of Ken and me [laughs].

TW:

…so the decision was made that after the Thanksgiving break, classes would go remote for the
rest of the fall 2020, rather than bring students back --

JW:

Yep.

TW:

…which was wise. What was the --

JW:

They just dwindled. I mean, it was a couple of things. We’d had a surge, and also the students
were -- it just wasn’t -- I mean, everyone tried their best but actual participation in class, face to
face, was so limited.

[00:36:16]
So, I think it was with mixed feelings,. We missed each other. I think there were concerns that I
shared about students feeling isolated, just people, everyone feeling isolated and not thriving. And
yes, there are health risks, but there are also other -- there are physical health risks; there are
mental health risks. But I think there was just a sense that, to get, there was a -- I don’t have the
graph for it, but it’s like there’s going to be a surge after Thanksgiving. The idea of sending
everybody out and then bringing them back just seemed really risky.
And so, I’d say that was a decision that was made after a lot of thought. And, obviously, President
Crockett’s talking with USHE [Utah System of Higher Education] and her colleagues, the other
presidents in the state. So anyway, there’s constant conversation about these kinds of things. But
it seemed like the reasonable thing to do, even though I didn’t, I wasn’t excited about it. It did
seem like the reasonable thing to do.
TW:

What did you do with the daily situation reports that Ellis Bruch’s team was sending out to
administrators, the faculty, to other stakeholders on campus, and did that affect any of the
decisions that either the president’s exec or you, as the dean in the college of CHASS [College of
Humanities and Social Sciences], used as evidence to change practices or make decisions?

[00:38:00]
JW:

We were very, very fortunate to be at a university where the president, the provost, the vice
president for extension, the vice president for statewide, many other senior administrators, our
scientists, the VP for research, kind of goes without saying -- and so I had great confidence in the
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ability of the senior leadership team to provide guidance and make well-informed decisions. So,
as a practical matter, the dean’s report, it worked very, very closely with the provost. And so,
there were the daily reports, which I would look at, but I also would hear, as the other deans
would, from Frank directly. So, there’s a lot of information out there, but, Frank could cut
through it and say, “Listen, this is what we need to really be emphasizing.” So that was kind of
how it worked just as a practical matter.
TW:

And so, as we move into spring of 2021, vaccinations become available to the public. I think they
actually start at a certain age group and then work their down.

JW:

Yep.

TW:

How did that, amongst faculty, staff, and students, in CHASS [College of Humanities and Social
Sciences] …

JW:

Yeah. So, I’ll tell you -- and again, I apologize for not being well prepared -- I think it was March
of ’21, and we were in a stabilization meeting that was just over Zoom.

[00:40:02]
And by that point, there’d be 30 or 40 of us kind of involved in the meeting. And we, you know -there was an awareness that the vaccines were starting to become more widely available and for
age groups. And I can’t remember if it was -- 50 and up was sort of the next wave. And I was
sitting in a stabilization meeting when I received a text from a colleague who said that Logan
Hospital had the J&J, and that she had just signed up for it, and colleague sent it to me and to my
spouse. And, I’m like, “Huh.” Not that during these stabilization meetings as a routine matter I
texted or did email. Obviously, we’re all -TW:

Of course not. No.

JW:

…focusing on the conversation.

TW:

You were very focused.

JW:

But I happened to notice my phone at that moment, for whatever reason. I wasn’t playing
solitaire. And so, I replied like, “Huh.” Sent it to my spouse, and she’s like, “Oh.” And so, she
went on and now she’s texting me, “I signed up for one tomorrow,” and I’m like, “Really? Sign
me up, too.” So, so maybe there’s a lull in the conversation so I went in and signed up. And I did.
And so, meanwhile, while I was doing that, the person had received her shot, so she sent me -like, she got in her car, drove to the hospital, like, they’d just opened it up. So, she sent me a
photo.

[00:41:59]
So, I’ve told this story in different contexts and I think several of the people in the meeting will
remember this. I went into the chat, and I said, “Hey,” and I gave the name of the person who first
told me about this, and I said that, I just said, “she just sent me a -- she got her shot. And my
spouse and I are signed up for tomorrow morning.” And you could kind of see, like, on Zoom,
people go like this and then start…
TW:

[speaking-unclear]
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JW:

But I have talked -- there are a group of us who all did at the same time, and so then we got
boosters in November, and I just got my second booster Saturday. But my point is, I know that
there’s, for whatever reason, been controversy around the vaccines. I don’t quite understand it. I
guess people have a variety of viewpoints on all sorts of things, but I cannot tell you how exciting
it was when those vaccines became available. my spouse and I, very soon thereafter, planned to,
like, go visit our kids we hadn’t seen in a while, right? So, there was a sense of hope. There was a
sense of, yeah, this is going to be with us for a while. We could understand it’s going to take a
long time for people to get vaccinated and that these vaccines, will only be so effective, right, as
we’ve seen. But there was just like, finally, there’s a ray of sunshine that we’re doing something
to turn this thing around.

TW:

I have to ask because I’ve asked some department heads and I’m going to ask some of the deans,
but what was graduate student recruitment like in the era of Covid? I know the international
student population were greatly affected, but…

[00:44:03]
JW:

Yeah, that was a very, very serious issue. My sense, anecdotally, is we’re still seeing a little bit of
that lag,. Now, part of it with the grad students is what would grad school be like, right? So,
there’s a sense that people are just, “Well, maybe I’m going to wait a couple of years.” And then,
there’s a sense that, “Well, college ended on a kind of sour note, so I don’t want grad school to be
remote.” Now, in a professional program like our Masters in Social Work, I don’t think we’ve
really seen -- if anything, that thing just keeps growing. So, I think, in a field like social work
where it seems right now to just be limitless demand, folks in the MSW tend to be working in
social service agencies or non-profits, and then they pursue their master’s degree alongside of
that. So, I’ve not really seen -- but sure, am I, like, going to pick up and move to another state and
work on a master’s degree in something? So, we saw it. We definitely saw it. And the
international student -- I mean, that’s a trend that has a number of roots, but yeah, that’s also very
much with us.

TW:

So, if you were to look at the second year, the current year, the full academic year of Covid and
compare it with the first year, what would you say is the comparison? It’s obviously different.
Better, worse, what are those differences, in your mind?

[00:45:58]
JW:

I think there was, without trying to put any interpretation on it, I think that the challenge this year
at the university is some of the means we had the first year were taken away from us. So initially,
we could require folks to wear masks, right? There was a state -- the governor had required maskwearing in all state buildings. That was taken away. So, there’s a little bit more of, okay, we have
to appeal to people. But that -- it just felt like the guidance from public health professionals
wasn’t as persuasive of public policy as it was the first year. So that’s been a challenge. We could
require students to be vaccinated or tell us why they’re not. So, it’s a kind of back and forth,
right?
I think that faculty, staff, and students who have underlying health concerns that put them at
greater risk have had time now to work with HR [Human Resources]. Doug Bullock in HR
[Human Resources] and his team have been, again, just fantastic to work with. So, we, we do
have a few faculty and staff who have, accommodations through HR [Human Resources], and I
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think that’s fully appropriate and I absolutely support that. So, we’ve also had time to find a little
bit of an equilibrium and I would say it’s been fantastic to just have people back on campus.
[00:48:08]
Not that I would always put great emphasis on this, but the fact that our football team, which is
pretty high visibility, had a remarkably, spectacularly successful, one of the most successful
seasons -- there’s a sense of, it just put some positive energy into it because, USU really has a
vibrant campus culture in Logan, in Price, in Blanding. And so, being able -- you can just see it in
the students, right? The students are so engaged and happy to be here. They show up to things. So
that’s been very, very, very positive.
And I think that the vaccines and the boosters in, a little bit of a sense that -- I’m knocking on
wood -- that we can maybe manage Covid a little better and get -- everyone just wants to get to
back to, right, air quotes, normal, whatever that is. But they just want to not feel isolated. So, I
think that’s been good.
TGRW: Dr. Ward, I’ll keep it brief on my side. Speaking generally, what have been the most significant
lessons you’ve taken away from the pandemic, either personally, professionally, both?
JW:

Resilience is not a metaphor. we saw it in a very large, complex organization like ours and,
expertise matters.

[00:50:05]
Folks who work with me know I’m just filled with cliché and kind of coach speak, but I don’t
know if I say this just as a hopeful sign, but, in a seven-game series, you might win a game or two
against reality, but reality remains undefeated. And by reality, I mean, like, the physical universe
in which things like viruses exist, you know? You can’t just yell at the virus and make it go away.
You can’t just plug your ears and cover your eyes and make the virus go away, you know? When
I say that, I’m also saying we do have members of our community who think you can do that. I
mean, we do have members of our community who engage in a kind of magical thinking, you
know? Right, we’ve all read it -- that the folks who think that these reports that these intensive
care units are full are -- they want to break in and it’s like, and I’ve gotten to know some
physicians.
So, Marion Bishop was one of the alumni honored at homecoming last year. Remarkable, you
know? She’s someone with a PhD in English, and then she went back to medical school,
emergency room physician. It’s, like, just listen to someone like Marion Bishop for 15 minutes.
So that’s an important lesson,. Resilience matters, expertise matters. understanding that there is a
physical reality that shapes us. And it’s like everything else you’ve seen in society. Those staff
members who are kind of anonymous because they aren’t in the paper all the time -- they kept
this place going, right?
[00:52:05]
When I was a kid, there was a show called Sesame Street that I used to watch, and I stopped
watching it a couple of years ago. But there used to be a segment called, “These are the people in
your neighborhood,”. The letter carrier, the emergency response person, et cetera, et cetera. the
janitor, the custodian. Think about the custodians. Think about what the custodians have done.
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And leadership matters, and it starts at the top. President Cockett has just been spectacular. And
from day one, she has been a people-first leader. We were not going to lay off; we were not going
to furlough. Other places made different choices and I think that commitment, we’re going to get
through this together, started with her. There was a -- I think Keith Roper and his team identified
an emerging outbreak in the Living Learning community. This was maybe in the fall. And so, the
state was able to help us set up some tents, and we had everybody tested. She was there, you
know? Seven o’clock on a Sunday morning, she’s there with John Bostock and James Morales
and the whole team. But she led from the front, and I think that matters.
TW:

Is there anything else you’d like to add about your experiences with Covid and Utah State
University?

[00:54:01]
JW:

Really look forward to never going through anything like this again, right? And this has been a
human tragedy, I think, compounded by some poor decisions made by individuals and groups.
But I hope we can get to the point, in the next little while, where we can truly appreciate and we
can kind of learn from what we went through. I think that we’ve seen the best out of people;
we’ve seen the worst out of people, too. But I quoted Sesame Street, so I guess to be fair I should
quote Mr. Rogers, right? But remember, right, when he told his mom he was scared by something
and she said, “Always look for the helpers.” There will always be helpers. And I’ve just been
impressed at how many helpers in the community. I mean, the response when there was the
outbreak at JBS, and how many faculty and staff amongst other community stakeholders
responded from a sense of general concern for their neighbors. It’s spectacular. So, we’ve got
helpers at USU, and I’m really proud of them.

TW:

Dr. Ward, I’d like to thank you for your time this morning discussing your experiences during the
Covid pandemic at Utah State University.

JW:

My pleasure. Thank you.

[End recording – 55:38]
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